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TThespinof fs have began. Even before 
' wu ~ *•" - -fade ;Sfom -idiemety , -the 


timablecommodity. ,. 

1 Xatelast week, a team of Washington 
Post staffers holed up in the Madison 


• Mie News Business 


:$3yewitness Account” 'Thanks to the 
miracles of technology,.you may be able 
•i- oobuydt today. I 

' >Across She country, a San Francisco 
■BhroniCle -team has .produced “Suicide 
®tilfc ’The Untold Story of the Peoples. 
Temple Sect 'ana the’ Massacre in' Guy- 
atti.’ y That,too,ssKotdabe forsate today. 

", ■’ So in the book ’department, bt least, 
Jonestown has been reduced to a con- 
test between two fast-moving publishers 
— Berkley, which put out The Post’s 
...... . book, and Bantam, which handled the 

Chronicle’s — to see who could, tap the 
morbidity market first, ' ,.' v , 

„... There may be other book projects in 
"the works. And I suppose that in the 
- .. . show-biz warrens of New York and Los 
ll^.Angeles the possibilities of film or televi- 
sion docu-dramas on Mad Jim Jones and 
his cult are being run up the flagpoles. 

That’s the way it is these days, and 
there is no point in decrying it But be- 
fore the entrepreneurs take over, there 
are a few things that should be said 
about the coverage of Jonestown by 
the print and broadcast news media. 

It was what we call in this business a 
hell of a story. And that is the way we 

covered’ it. Acres of newsprint, hours of 

air time were devoted, to it All the shock- 
' mg developments— the airport murders, 

; • the nightmare of mass suicide at the 
-Jonestown pavilion, the escalating body 
counts, the sickening task of removing 
the dead— were reported at length. 

Never was the ability of television to 
destroy the insulation of distance more 
c . .. dramatically demonstrated. Because of 


■The. remarkable performance Of NBC’s 
Robert Brown, who kept his camera 
operating until he was gunned down, 
we saw the airport massaene a matter Of : 
.hours after it happened—- and in full 
color. And soon thereafter We were 
taken— and retaken, again and again—- : 


Barely had the television and news- 
paper assaults on our senses abated 
when Time and Newsweek hit us with 
their dreadful color pictures, more hor- 
rible in a way than the television pic- 
tures because they wouldn’t go away. 
Both news magazines displayed bodies 
on their covers and proudly promoted 
What was inside ’Under identical ; titles: 
“The Cult of Death.” Newsweek topped 
Time, incidentally, ;WitiL§6 pages onthe 
story to Time's 9. . - - • 

. . Getting back to the daily coverage, the 
hype level was merqifuliy-lpw, That.fa- 
. yorite and, in thisvase, . totally inade- 
quate word “bizarre” was overworked, 
of course. And there were a few at- 
tempts at sensationalizing a story that 
was sensational enough. For example, a 
Chicago Tribune banner headline: “Re- 
porters Visit ‘City of the Dead.’ ” 

As the week wore on there were the 
inevitable what-does-it-all-mean articles, 
discoursing learnedly on cults and pre- 
vious mass suicides and mixing reassur- 
ances (it has happened before) with 
foreboding (today’s society encourages 
this sort of thing). . .. 

One eminent, purveyor Of the big'pic- 
ture managed to relate -Jonestown, the 
Middle East negotiations and the SALT 
talks, the common denominator being a 
decline of manners and a confusion of 
responsibility and authority. 

In assessing the coverage, a nagging 
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question surfaces: Would it have turned 
out differently if reporters and camera- 
men had mot accompanied Rep. Leo 
Ryan on his mission? .Was h tbe presenee 
of the press that drove the paranoiac Jim 
Jones to his final madness? 

. It is a legitimate question but an un- 
answerable one. : ... ’ . 

■ Often the presence of reporters and 
cameras can Be a deterrent to violent or 
irrational acts. But in this instance, 
there was a fatal, unknown Ingredient. 
Jones was mad. j , ;> ■ 

it could be— well never know— that, 
when he became aware that the report- 
ers were finding members of his com- 
munity who wanted out, he realized his 
world was crumbling and decreed Its 
destruction; ■ 1 ■ 

k The media have told us whathappened 
at Jonestown. But. the larger question 
-remains: What •> enabled 3k Suicidal .mad- 
man to take 900 people with him? The 
p^chiatrtete, the 'behaviorists, -ttoe rett- 
gionists and even the philosophers will be 
Chewing on that One for along, long time. 

I hope they also give -some thought to 
What Jonestown and its Vivid media 
coverage did to the rest of us. Can a so- 
ciety take bloated bodies and trailer- 
loads of shiny corpse containers with its 
evening meals and be unchanged? How 
much can one read and hear about the 
stench of death and grisly mortuary lo- 
gistics and come out unscathed? 

Are we emerging from the shared ex- 
perience of Jonestown more, caring and 
more aware of our common humanity? 

Or have we, -in self-defense, become 
harder and more isolated? 

The answers to tmse questions are im- 
portant to the public and the media. But 
they must come later. For now we can 
say that the media did what they were j 
supposed to do. As society’s messengers, ! 
their job was to deliver a terrible and : 
frightening message. And they did it welL 1 



